RENDEZVOUS 1M HELL

But to Jean-Noel's surprise Basil decided to avoid Florence.
Noel, who had been enormously looking forward to it (if one could visit
only one town in Italy, was not that the town to see?), did not conceal
his disappointment.

"It's too silly to come all this way and miss Florence/' he thought.
When he pressed the point, Basil, who was ordinarily so anxious to
please him, became incomprehensibly obstinate, almost abrupt.

"Florence is as tiring as a museum/' he said.  "It's a store-house of
genius. Beauty gains nothing by being crowded together as it is there;
one trips over the miraculous. Besides, all those masterpieces are like St
Peter's toe, worn by too many mouths. Too many eyes have rested on
them.   And among them there are certainly some that are far from
beautiful, and one dares not say so.  In Florence one loses one's inde-
pendence of judgment. One becomes a client of the Medicis, and risks
losing one's intellectual credit if one fails to show sufficient ecstasy."
Jean-Noel wondered what lay behind this explosion of temperament.
"Besides, Florence is a town that brings bad luck/' Pem added.
It was as if he were in a hurry to leave even its neighbourhood.
They dined that evening at a roadside-inn, for Pemrose had decided
to travel by night. And the inevitable violin and guitar, that appeared
whenever they sat down to a meal in any corner of the peninsula,
poured over their dinner a network of notes as acid as vinegar.

" One must beware of place^v^here one has suffered, and return to
them as little as possible; they have some quality fatal to one," said
Pemrose.

"Dear Basil..."

Jean-Noel felt he was going to say something stupid and that,
if the journey were to remain agreeable, he would do better to keep
quiet. But he was carried away by curiosity.

"... why were you so unhappy in Florence?" he asked.
Basil Pemrose let fall the little piece of turkey fried in butter he had
raised from his plate.

His face turned sad, that face of which Jean-Noel knew every little
wrinkle, every hollow, every curve from nostril to eyelid, every quiver
of ear and Up.

"My dear, my dear," said Pemrose, "I think I told you that I was
great friends with Maxime, and that afterwards he got to know Ben-
venuto. It was in Florence that he met him, and then they went off
together, and my mother was ill, and the whole thing was an awful,
terrible drama, and I went almost mad among all those stones, pictures,
churches and statues. There you are, it's quite simple really. It doesn't
matter any more, because one can't bear a grudge for long against
people one has really loved. Anyway I'm like that. Only," Pem went
on, his voice quivering, apparently searching for something about his
ear and then smoothing back his lock of hair with the tips of his fingers,